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Professional desire, competence and 
engagement in IS context 
Peter M Bednar1 and Christine Welch2 
Abstract. This paper attempts to address the failings of a predominant paradigm 
in IS research and practice that emphasises technological determinism. This para-
digm makes use of a false belief in the power of rationality in organizational deci-
sion-making, and a mythology in which organizational actors can be viewed as 
passive ‘users’ of technology. We wish to create a discussion of the nature and 
role of professionalism as an expression of more than technical competence. Both 
system analysts and organizational stakeholders (e.g. ‘users’) are to be viewed as 
professionals. We discuss desire, exercise of will and their role in professional 
judgment in relation to transcendent values espoused within communities of prac-
tice. We go on to relate this to the environments of Information Systems research 
and practice. It is pointed out that many researchers, over a number of years, have 
dealt with these issues in relation to effective management of technological devel-
opment and organizational change. The paper attempts to encourage renewed at-
tention to interpretivist perspectives on IS development and organizational change, 
including recognition of the importance of contextual dependencies. 
Professional Desire and Will 
This paper is concerned with the nature of professional competence – how it is 
acquired, how it is demonstrated and how it is maintained. These issues are ex-
plored and discussed with particular reference to the field of Information Systems. 
We problematise a prevailing paradigm of technological determinism, involving a 
false belief in the power of rationality in organizational decision-making [1-12], 
and a mythology in which organizational actors can be viewed as receiving pas-
sive ‘users’ of technology [13-16]. We argue that professionalism is demonstrated 
through a combination of factors. While these will include possession of appropri-
ate, job-relevant skills and knowledge these are insufficient in themselves without 
                                                         
1 School of Computing, University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth, UK;  
email: peter.bednar@port.ac.uk 
2 Department of Strategy & Business Systems, University of Portsmouth, Portsmouth, UK;  
email: christine.welch@port.ac.uk  
2                                                                                                                              Bednar & Welch 
a desire to engage. A professional is someone who is able to reflect upon practice 
of certain skills in context, and to relate these reflections to a body of standards 
and values that transcend the immediate job role in which she finds herself at a 
given time. Often, this involves membership of a wider community of practice – 
formal or informal. For instance, an accountant may become qualified through an 
examination system provided by a professional association (e.g. an Institute of 
Chartered Accountants). Having passed the examinations, she has demonstrated 
technical competence but membership of the Institute (conferring the designation 
‘Chartered Accountant’) requires further evidence of probity and ability to learn 
through reflection, demonstrated through work experience and sponsorship by ex-
isting members. This status can be lost if the person is later found to lapse in ethi-
cal standards or conduct. If, for instance, the accountant’s current employer were 
to ask her to ‘cook the books’, her loyalty to her community of practice should 
prevail so that she would give up the job rather than her pride in her professional 
standards. It is clear that a number of dimensions contribute to the professional 
conduct of the person described above. First, acquisition of technical skills and 
knowledge enable her to act in her formal role, e.g. to prepare a balance sheet or 
appraise alternative investments. However, why would she act in a particular way? 
How would she improve her professional practice over time? What would govern 
whether she complies with any particular instruction to act in a certain way? We 
suggest that professional competence implies not only skill/knowledge in a partic-
ular field, but desire to apply that knowledge in accordance with certain values, 
and engagement with the context of application such that reflection can lead to a 
productive learning spiral [12-18]. It might be expected then that a professional 
would engage in extra role behaviour, such as suggesting innovative methods 
[7,8,19,20]. It is through attachment to a transcendent system of values and stand-
ards that we recognise a professional at work, as opposed to a capable amateur or 
a charlatan. This attachment constitutes what we tend to refer to as professional 
pride.  
These matters have long been recognised in the fields of organizational behav-
iour and human resource management through the phenomena of formal and in-
formal organizations [1-3,9-11,21-25]. Within the formal structure, a person may 
have a job description expressed in terms of appropriate skills, knowledge and 
roles. However, the everyday experience of a professional is likely to bear only a 
loose resemblance to this description, as the actual role carried out is created and 
re-created in conjunction with colleagues and taking into account professional 
standards. The desire to demonstrate skills in context according to particular 
standards and values is demonstrated in part through the informal organization. 
Sometimes, when faced with a dilemma, a person will justify an action by the 
words ‘I had no choice!’ e.g. this is an excuse that has sometimes been put for-
ward by concentration camp guards who claim they have took actions normally 
deemed unacceptable because their own families were threatened otherwise. The 
suggestion that there is no choice here is a fallacy [2,3,26]. What the person is ac-
tually saying is that, weighing up the potentially unpleasant consequences of each 
available choice, they took the line of least resistance. Of course, we cannot as-
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sume such choices always result from (conscious rational reflection of) resignation 
of responsibility, e.g. if a judge who disapproves of the death penalty nevertheless 
imposes it on a convicted person, he might say ‘I have no choice; that is the penal-
ty laid down by law’. This could be an abrogation of his responsibility as a human 
being to follow his conscience. On the other hand, he might be thinking that the 
alternative (to resign) would result in more prisoners being condemned in the fu-
ture (by his replacement) in circumstances where the sentence was not mandatory. 
Professionalism requires that we recognise the choices we make, their relationship 
to a wider value system, and their impact upon the contexts of professional life.  
Turning specifically to an IS context, we can observe that system failures often 
have their origins in ignoring emotional engagement, informal communication, 
personal investment by professionals in the values and standards attaching to their 
work. In this context, it is relevant to consider the difference between theories that 
are espoused, what people may believe that they do; and theories in use, what it is 
observed that they actually do in practice [1-3,7-9,10-13,19]. Williams [27] also 
supports this proposition with his discussion in the view of evidence gathered 
from approx 1600 IT projects. An example of this arises, for instance, actors in the 
field of Information Systems appear to ignore, or be confused by, the difference 
between applications of technology resulting from demand (pull), and applications 
developed because it is believed that demand will arise once they are available 
(push). They fail to perceive that there is a need for balance between these two 
forces. Related arguments are also made in discussions on socio-technical system 
development [12-18,25,28]. Technologically deterministic assumptions appear to 
prevail, at least in part. e.g. "if we only knew what stakeholders (users) find useful 
and easy to use they would actually use the technological solutions we develop". 
This aspect is visible in, for instance, in applications of TAM (the Technology 
Acceptance Model) [29,30]. This model is based on a theory of reasoned action 
and entails measurement of two factors – perceived usefulness of technology and 
perceived ease of use. TAM can be criticized because it is based upon simplifying 
assumptions of pure rationality. It ignores context of use and a crucial factor 
which is desire to engage with the technology concerned. Thus, although it is easy 
to imaging that someone might reject technology that she perceived to be both 
useless and difficult to use, TAM fails to address what is involved in determining 
‘usefulness’ for particular individuals in their contextual roles [e.g.12-18,31,32]. 
McGrath [33] discusses emotion in the context of the much-researched failure in 
the London Ambulance Service Computer Aided Despatch System, from the early 
1990’s. In this project, the prevailing culture of public service and empathic sup-
port for patients within LAS came into direct conflict with a rational planning eth-
ic intended to increase ‘efficiency’. McGrath reflects that: “The case reveals that exist-
ing, even apparently latent, conflicts and emotions may surface or heighten when IS innovation 
is attempted. In the LASCAD case, these subjugated knowledges and emotions emerged during 
efforts to achieve cultural change of the LAS through the use of ICTs inscribed with government-
driven efficiency logic” [p.297]. In the sections that follow, we discuss professional 
commitment to action as involving more than rational, role based activities but in-
volving exercise of will to adhere to a value system. The impact of extra role be-
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haviour [34-36] in this context will be highlighted as a key factor in achieving 
beneficial organizational change.  
Rogers [37], in his discussion on diffusion of technology, does distinguish be-
tween different types of threshold. One type, for example, would be the difference 
between ignorance and knowledge of how a technology might be applied as a so-
lution for a particular problem. This could be viewed as a key aspect of profes-
sional competence. Another threshold could be the difference between thinking 
about engagement and engagement itself. This is similar to the distinction between 
theory espoused and theory in use [19]. The difference between feeling positive 
about the idea of engagement and actually engaging is significant and something 
that for example exponents of TAM often fail to take into account [30]. The prob-
lem of engagement, and lack of reflection over this as a problem, can be viewed as 
a kind of self-deception. This is often promoted through use of certain language. 
For example, describing individuals who may engage with technology as ‘users’ 
has been problematised by researchers in the IS discipline [13-18]. Failure to chal-
lenge prejudices such as this have also been recognized [19,26,31]. Specifically, 
the discourse about intention often fails to take into consideration the real invest-
ment of personal resources needed to address the required ‘unlearning’ [13-18], 
and an unwitting belief in rational behaviour as if professional life could be con-
ducted without any emotion. This is ironic, as engagement is explicitly dependent 
on emotional status and process. As suggested above, an important factor in pro-
fessional life is a desire to espouse a transcendent system of values that we de-
scribe by the term ‘professional pride’. However, it is possible to draw a distinc-
tion between here between desire and the will to realise that desire in practice. 
Consider an alcoholic. He possibly has more than one ‘desire’. On the one hand, 
he desires a drink. On the other, he desires to escape from the negative conse-
quences of being addicted to alcohol. It is his will that determines which of these 
desires is acted upon, i.e. the will to go to the bar and satisfy one desire or the will 
to attend a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous and address the other. Thus, we can 
see that the interaction between desire and exercise of ‘free will’ is not to be 
viewed as straightforward. We can detect a process of navigation between alterna-
tive desires, assessment of risks, weighing up of consequences; or refusing to con-
sciously weigh up consequences [2,3,14,22,23,26]. Sometimes, a person may find 
himself entrapped in a double bind situation where he feels that there are no 
choices open to him that will meet his desires [2,3,14,16,26]. This might be due to 
a lack of recognition of choices that are available, or perhaps his ability to create 
choices is inhibited by factors he has not learned to navigate. Louis Brandeis, US 
Supreme Court Justice, is often quoted in relation to his dissenting judgment in 
Olmstead v United States 1928, which related to Government tapping of telephone 
wires [38]. He suggested that ‘The greatest dangers to liberty lurk in insidious encroach-
ment by men of zeal, well-meaning but without understanding.’  
Engagement (desire and will to act) is not sufficient in itself. Competence in 
judgment is also required. However, this will not necessarily lead to engagement 
on its own. Dogmatic, closed-minded thinking (e.g. ‘my country, right or wrong) 
leads to action without (personal awareness or recognition of) judgment. In the 
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examples above, the impact of desire, will and their roles in creating choices for 
action may appear obvious. It is not always so obvious in organizational life 
[7,8,14,16]. However, the interactions between competence, desires and exercise 
of will are quite similar. This is highlighted by Maister in writing about business 
strategy [39], who suggests: “Discussing ‘strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats’ 
… is fun, but gets nowhere near the real questions. Improving the quality of the analysis is not 
where the problem lies. The necessary outcome of strategic planning is not analytical insight but 
resolve. … Discussing goals is stimulating, inspiring, and energizing. But it feels tough, awk-
ward, annoying, frightening, and completely unpleasant to discuss the discipline needed to reach 
those goals” [p.6]. In the light of these comments, it becomes easier to recognize the 
importance of commitment to a set of values (professional ‘pride’) that guides our 
judgment and exercise of will in a work context. The next section of this paper ex-
amines the interaction between competence and exercise of judgment in context.  
Engagement and Competence 
Possession of relevant skills and knowledge for a work role is not sufficient to 
support professional practice without ability to exercise judgment in exercising 
those skills, related to a system of values that transcend the immediate context. 
This is fundamentally concerned with professional engagement. An illustration of 
the interplay between engagement (desire/will) and competence can be found in 
the field of music. Competence relates to ability to play a particular piece of music 
on an instrument. Engagement would relate to a wish to play in certain circum-
stances. The two aspects are related but possibly only loosely. For instance, people 
may gather around the piano in a bar for a ‘sing song’. Someone who knows how 
to play the piano seats himself to pick out the tune for them. He may not be the 
most competence pianist in the room, but the person with the best combination of 
competence to play and desire to join in the fun! Sometimes, people are technical-
ly competent to play but play without feeling, e.g. a child who has been compelled 
to learn by his parents who duly practices the exercise set by his teacher but has no 
desire to express himself through music and so plays ‘mechanically’. Competence 
in technique and competence in expression arise through exercise of will, motivat-
ed by different aspects of desire.  
In relation to Information System, as in music, desire relates to exercise of will 
only as we open up space to create choices for ourselves. In a professional context, 
reflection is needed to negotiate such creative spaces [16-18,39,40]. These can be-
come blocked through inappropriate management assumptions [40-43]. There is a 
need for design practice to address the whole work system and not just systems for 
use of particular artefacts. It is necessary to reflect upon one’s professional role, 
on one’s engagement in that role, and on engagement of the ‘others’ in order to 
avoid becoming entrapped in a double bind [2,3,13,14,44]. Williams’ [27] com-
mentary on failure in IT projects is interesting here. He observes that a cognitive 
discourse is often used to explain behaviour which is actually only explicable 
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through the affective domain. Williams is able to see this because he is emotional-
ly detached himself from the situations upon which he is reflecting. However, sur-
prisingly enough, in his conclusion he then falls into the same ‘modus operandi’ as 
those he criticizes; in his recommendations Williams turns to a rational proposi-
tion for “more of the same”. Engaged actors are caught in a double bind in which 
they cannot create those choices that would empower escape. It is possible to ob-
serve ‘disconnectedness’, i.e. failure to reflect. Engagement within a professional 
context is related to the phenomenon of extra role behaviour. It is possible that 
roles themselves can only be sustained through exercise of extra role behaviour. 
We are faced with complexity of multiple, competing desires in many contexts 
[2,3,19,45]. This is partly due to the impact of opportunity cost – any choice to 
expend finite resources, including time, involves choosing between priorities. 
Boundary setting [2,3,28,42] is also involved, however. Channeled desire (i.e. ex-
ercise of will) comes about through commitment to certain values and conse-
quences. Efforts to recognise boundaries of competence involve extra role behav-
iour (e.g. consider the difference between playing the piano and ‘playing with the 
piano’ as a jazz musician does when he extemporises from the original melody). 
The potential to go beyond the basic requirements of a role in order to create new 
boundaries involves a higher level of reflection. See Ciborra’s comment [10,p2] 
on the MIR space station in relation to bricolage. “A good example is the adventurous 
(and long) life of the Russian MIR space station Up there, revolving in space, one could find, 
hand in hand, advanced, robust engineering solutions, rustic deign, and widespread virtuoso 
tinkering … to keep the equipment and the system going as a whole. MIR has been a staccato 
technology, able to defy the passing of time, the inevitable downgrading of performance, and 
major and minor breakdowns, providing another opportunity for all to see the approximations of 
science and technology in use.”  
Such ‘extra role behaviour’ becomes possible only through commitment to on-
going reflection upon competence. The distinction between theories espoused and 
theories in use [19] is relevant here. How do we reflect upon our extra role behav-
iour? There is also paradox in that a professional engaged in such extra role be-
haviour must reflect upon ‘the future’ whilst still involved in creating it. Such re-
flection involves higher orders of learning [2,3,16] in which the individual 
concerned is reflecting not only upon experience, but upon the process of reflect-
ing on exercising judgment. This may be regarded as an exercise in practical phi-
losophy as part of professional competence in action.  
In this paper, we have looked at the nature of professional commitment and 
how transcendence value systems, professional ‘pride’ and the exercise of judg-
ment are important in creation of beneficial organizational developments. We 
suggest that individuals acting within their role contexts should be viewed through 
such a lens, rather than as receiving ‘users’ of technology whose individuality and 
commitment disappear within a deterministic view of organizational life, in which 
rational models are privileged. Our conclusion is that it is of utmost importance 
that efforts made within IS must engage contextual dependencies from a critical 
perspective, in order to promote systems that are experienced as contextually rele-
vant. What Klein and Meyers [46] describe as an explicit critique and improve-
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ment of social condition is necessary to develop richer meanings and understand-
ings. Most importantly, it is necessary to entice people to speak out. In the absence 
of such an agenda, how are we to evaluate our efforts to support organizational 
change perceived to be beneficial by involved stakeholders? Only if those on 
whose behalf we speak are given appropriate opportunities to judge the results of 
their own and our activities can progress be made. A renewed emphasis on profes-
sional competence as including exercise of judgment, through engagement in extra 
role behaviour, is needed. The myth of the passive receiving ‘user’ needs to be 
abandoned in favour of recognition of organizational as communities of profes-
sionals, all of whose perspectives are relevant to the arena of decision-making and 
creation of beneficial change. 
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